Abstract-The article lays a theoretical ground for empirical futures research on country branding. The concept of crowd branding is introduced.
In the new economy, there is a trend for co-operative arrangements including different sectors of society, such as central and local government, regulatory bodies and citizens, interest groups as well as private sector firms. Networks are developed with intermediary bodies, which include trade associations, research and technology organizations, local and central government institutions and citizens' interest groups. Social networks of interpersonal ties add to the more formal inter-organizational relationships that constitute policy networks. In social networks, relations (ties) can be single or multiple and may also differ in terms of direction, content, intensity and strength. They do not automatically indicate likemindedness or trust. Boundaries can be defined by the analyst's view of which groups are involved, or by including only those people that are actually related to each other somehow [10] . In country branding, individual citizens play a central role in the construction of brand identity and, in turn, their networks may affect the brand identity as well. Various roles of the one person [11] make this individual level fuzzy. People involved may have the roles of a political decision maker or an official in the public sector simultaneously.
The role of information technology and social media in interpersonal communication has increased in last decades. "Social Media is a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of User Generated Content" [12] . There is no systematic way in which different social media applications can be categorized. Also, new sites appear in cyberspace every day. However, most people would probably agree that, e.g., Wikipedia, YouTube, Facebook, and Second Life are all part of this large group. Social media has a tremendous impact on online environment and online communication. One could even argue that on a larger scale it has altered the whole world of communication and information. [13] .
In 2010, the delegation of the Finnish country brand published its report. In building the brand 2008-2010, the delegation collected information, discussed with both domestic and foreign professionals and specialists, engaged Finnish citizens in events and seminars by activities in the media and by internet services, and especially by personal discussions. The delegation defined the brand identity, i.e., the image to strive for, of Finland as a" country that solves the problems". The most essential themes of the brand identity are linked with functionality, education, and nature and environment. The vision for Finland in 2030 was presented in the report The acceptance of the report was not favourable and comments and feedback in the social media were fairly negative.
The purpose of this paper is to lay the theoretical ground for a series of empirical studies of the future and online communication in branding Finland and other countries. We are especially interested in the crowdbranding of a country. The methodology of the paper was a purposeful literature review of International Conference on Global Economy, Commerce and Service Science (GECSS 2014) place branding and futures research. In this paper, we first discuss the concept and dimensions of a country brand as well as country branding. Thereafter, we scrutinize the process of building and developing the brand identity of a place before discussing the futures of a country brand and researching the futures. Finally, we draw conclusions and present directions for further studies.
II. CONCEPT OF A COUNTRY BRAND
In the last decades an increasing number of academics [7] [14] [15] [16] [17] [18] and practitioners [19] has focused on country brand research. References [7] [20] were among the first to discuss country branding. However, there is still no common definition of a country brand. Reference [1, p.8] defines it as "a country's whole image, covering political, economic, historical and cultural dimensions. The concept is at the national level, multidimensional and context dependent". Also social and environmental aspects have been attached to a country's image [18] . A country image can be understood as "the sum of beliefs and impressions people hold about places. Images represent a simplification of a large number of associations and pieces of information connected with a place". [14, p. 251 ] Reference [9, p. 15] defines a country brand as "the unique, multi-dimensional blend of elements that provide the nation with culturally grounded differentiation and relevance for all of its target audiences". A country brand should "attract the 'right' kinds of investment, tourism, trade, and talent" [17, p. 42] . "A country brand belongs to the public domain; it is complex and includes multiple levels, components, and disciplines. It entails the collective involvement of the many stakeholders it must appeal to". [18, p. 467] There is a significant variation in the application of place brand terms 'country' and 'nation' in relation to countries in the terminology use in place branding [3] . Although defined as a country, reference to 'nation' brands may also incorporate country 'outputs' encompassing the various brand dimensions discussed in the literature, such as culture including gastronomy, sports, film, literature and music, industry, agriculture, heritage and both leisure and business tourism [21] . Reference [14] identified such elements of a country's image as geography, history, proclamations, art and music, famous citizens and other features. A place branding hexagon [22] introduced on the website www.placebrands.net distinguishes such elements as tourism, export brands, foreign and domestic policy, investment and immigration, culture and heritage, and people.
III. COUNTRY BRANDING -A SUB CATEGORY OF PLACE

BRANDING
There are four main marketing fields which relate to and underpin country branding: country of origin [23] [36] . However, over the years it became evident that country branding is much broader than traditional marketing and branding and involves other disciplines such as international relations and public diplomacy [36] .
"Branding a place is, at least in principle, quite simple. A place-brand strategy is a plan for defining the most realistic, most competitive and most compelling strategic vision for the country, region or city; this vision then has to be fulfilled and communicated" [22] . Better strategies recognize that the principal resource of most places, as well as a primary determinant of their "brand essence", is as much the people who live there as the things which are made and done in the place. Therefore, it is fundamental to ensure that the vision of the place is supported, reinforced and enriched by everybody's act of communication with the rest of the world. This coherence of communication is necessary because every place has to compete with every other place for share of mind, share of income, share of talent and share of voice in the globalized world.
IV. BUILDING COUNTRY BRAND IDENTITY
Governments should create, promote, protect, and supervise a country's brand [7] [8] because governments are at the center of country branding [36] . Place branding -country branding in this case -means bringing added attraction to a place, the central issue being to build the brand identity [37] .
A simple and clear explanation of brand identity underscores the significance of the supply side on the brand concept [38] . In a fundamental sense, brand identity represents what the organization wants the brand to stand for [39] . Therefore, the creation of an appropriate brand identity for a place and subsequent image-building is regarded as an important element of place marketing [40] [41] [42] .
Reference [43] emphasizes the supply-centric perspective of brand identity. In city branding, if the process is to be successful, the key stakeholder organizations must come together in partnership. This does not refer to the usual publicprivate partnership or a committee of wise men and women, but to a formal or informal body with clearly stated terms of reference and a program with deadlines and deliverables. The key stakeholders jointly develop, create and implement the brand in the spirit of shared responsibility. Accordingly, "creating such a partnership is the first step in changing the way the city operates, because it simultaneously crosses divides such as those between town and gown, government and business, arts, leisure and sports, commerce and culture, and the public, private and voluntary sectors" [44, p. 41] .
Stakeholders should be engaged in the whole branding process and "not treated like participants in a focus group" [45] . In the context of constructing a country identity, the internal brand image of citizens and residents highly impact the brand identity of a country. Therefore, interaction and communication with them via social media in the construction of the country's identity is crucial. Stakeholders can realize the place brand through their actions, investments, decisions, and communications.
During the process of constructing a brand identity, members have to decide how a country will look like in the future, what kind of value it will offer to stakeholders, how other people will experience that, and what they can jointly do to make their vision a reality. "This requires willingness to come together and work through these challenges even when that may be difficult through conflicts of interest, different opinions, differing timescales and sometimes even personal dislikes" [44, p.41] . The conflict of interests stems from the fact that the city -or another place -simultaneously is a place of residence and a place of work, a tourist destination, and a place of opportunity for people who invest in it [46] . Places do not have single, unique "identities", but instead they are full of internal differences and conflicts [47] . Despite the differences in place "identities", places aim at building a unified brand identity for marketing purposes.
V. CROWDBRANDING
Crowdsourcing is an online, distributed problem-solving and production model that has emerged in recent years. [49] studied crowdsourcing in the private sector. They define crowdsourcing as "the use of large groups of individuals to perform tasks commonly performed by employees or designated agents". The results of the study reveal four common uses of the crowd. These are marketing/branding, productivity, product/service innovation and knowledge capture. Each identified use links to a specific organizational need with specific desired outcome.
In our literature review, we could not find any scholarly paper discussing the issue of crowdsourcing in branding. However, in the practical context of product branding, the term 'crowd branding' is introduced meaning that people engage and interact with the brand and the share their encounters with friends [50] . We adopt the concept of 'crowdbranding' and define it as the use of large groups of individuals in constructing and communicating the brand identity and brand image.
VI. FUTURES RESEARCH ON COUNTRY BRANDING
Both spatial and temporal dimensions are the key concepts in the modern futures research. The Limits to Growth report to the Club of Rome [51] clearly and visually indicates that there is a human perspective in time and space. The closer the issue of concern is located in time and space, the more important it is to us humans. Based on this approach a chosen time frame can become a strategic long-term dimension when the forwardlooking methods are utilized for decision-making and planning. It can therefore be stated for modern futures research that short term considerations range from the present to five years, the medium term from five to ten or alternatively 20 years, and the long term from twenty to fifty years [52] . The temporal dimensions in futures research are closely related to the geographical area. Reference [52, p. 32] suggests that the broader the horizons for futures, the further we need to extend our inquiries forward. In the case of the chosen example of Finland's country brand the target year of the vision was 2030, i.e., 20 years from the publishing year of the brand identity report for the country.
Taken into consideration the complexity and multidisciplinarity of any research problem in the futures research field, there are several methods and options how to study the country branding in the forthcoming years. Another aspect important to point out in the methodology is that the individuals engaged in the process are invited to act proactively. This can be performed in sharing their own views and supporting those of the other stakeholders during the process. Often the bottom-up involvement in any society can generally be linked to the emerging methods using social media, such as crowdsourcing. In this article the terminology is theoretically developed further, and the authors coined the concept of 'crowdbranding' for this purpose.
Futures research methods can be categorized and benefitted in various ways as well as in multiple ways combined in a sequential process over time. For the branding questions at hand, the future empirical studies will most probably explore the forward-looking views of individuals, experts and other stakeholder representatives. The interactive futures research methods may include special modifications made for this study such as open access panels, iterative Delphi rounds, as well as scenario processes and scenario building or backcasting (cf. [53] ).
VII. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPULSES FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
The paper contributes to theoretical discussions in many ways. First, we bring together research on place branding and the methodology of futures research. Second, we introduce the concept of 'crowdbranding' to illustrate crowdsourcing in the context of country branding as well as other place branding. Third, this article presents the novel combination of traditional ways of studying competitiveness and attractiveness of a "locality" and to add the futures research methods and forwardlooking strategic thinking to it.
Selected futures research methods are presented in a concise manner in this first article of a series of writings concentrating on the issues of branding in relation to a place, a country or space as institutional approaches. At the end, the target of the authors is to combine the points of view of the traditional from top-down multi-disciplinary methods to those newly developed in the early years of the third Millennia such as the crowdbranding and finally aim to liaise with these two contrasting approaches.
